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Request for City Council Committee Action 
from the Department of Intergovernmental Relations 

 
Date: June 8, 2012 
 
To: Council Vice President Robert Lilligren and Chair Elizabeth Glidden 
Referral to: Committee of the Whole/Intergovernmental Relations 
 
Subject: FY2013 Federal Agenda 
 
Recommendation:  Amend the federal agenda by adding the following language to 
the end of the policy initiatives section, opposing the elimination of the American 
Community Survey or making the survey voluntary.  
 
American Community Survey 
The U.S. Census Bureau annually conducts the American Community Survey (ACS).   The 
ACS is a nationwide survey that asks approximately 3.0 million persons questions related 
to, but not limited to, household composition, employment, transportation patterns and 
income. Responding to the survey is mandatory and the Census Bureau follows up with 
potential respondents to complete the form.  Federal law includes a monetary penalty for 
not completing the form.  And the same law classifies the answers as confidential. 
The ACS began nationwide in 2005 and is a replacement for the decennial census’ long form 
which requested similar information.  The ACS unlike the long form which was used every 
ten years is an annual survey whose results are published as descriptive narratives, maps 
and tables. The survey information is used by public entities as well as private businesses.  
The City of Minneapolis uses the data to develop housing, public health and development 
programs.  ACS information has been used by businesses to assist, for example, in 
decisions related to investments, facility location, expansion of existing facilities and 
marketing plans. 
 
In debating the federal fiscal year (FY) 2013 budget the House eliminated funding for the 
ACS. The need to make domestic spending reductions coupled with some members citing 
“government intrusion into the lives of individuals” and questioning the constitutionally of 
the ACS are some of the reasons cited for the House action.  In the Senate the ACS will 
probably be funded but there is concern that FY 2013 appropriations bill could make the 
ACS voluntary.  In fact, legislation has been introduced in the House and Senate to make 
most of the survey voluntary.   A voluntary survey raises concerns about costs to obtain a 
representative and valid number of responses and the validity of the data. 
 
The city of Minneapolis supports the continuation of the American Community Survey.  The 
city opposes efforts to make the survey voluntary. 
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Department Information   

Prepared by: IGR Staff 
 
Approved by: _________________________________________________ 
 
Presenters in Committee:  Gene Ranieri, IGR Director, and Jeff Schneider, CPED  

Supporting Information.  The American Community Survey (ACS) is a nationwide survey 
conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau. The survey was initiated so that more current data 
about the nation’s population can be gathered and used by public agencies and private 
businesses.  In 1990 Congress authorized the U.S. Census Bureau to begin developing the 
survey.  The ACS began in 1996 in a sample of counties.  Since 2005 the survey is 
nationwide and has replaced the decennial census long form.  Approximately 3.0 million 
persons are surveyed annually. The U.S. Census Bureau sends 250,000 surveys each month 
to addresses in all states and Puerto Rico).  A response is required by federal law (Title 13 
United States Code, Sections 141, 193, and 221).  The same law protects the confidentially 
of the information collected. If there is no response to the survey after 6 weeks the Census 
Bureau follows up with phone calls or personal visits. 

The survey collects information about the nation’s demographic, social and economic 
characteristics as well as physical and financial characteristics about the nation’s housing 
stock.  The survey is not intended to provide a count of the nation’s population.  Federal law 
requires the Census Bureau to submit to the Congress the proposed subjects to be covered 
in the decennial census 3 years before Census Day and to submit the actual questions to 
the Congress two years before Census Day.  Since the ACS was part of the 2010 decennial 
census program, it was subject to Congressional review.  The following is a listing of 
questions asked on the survey.    
 
Demographic Characteristics 
Age 
Sex 
Hispanic Origin 
Race 
Relationship to Householder (e.g., spouse) 
Economic Characteristics 
Income 
Food Stamps Benefit 
Labor Force Status 
Industry, Occupation, and Class of Worker 
Place of Work and Journey to Work 
Work Status Last Year 
Vehicles Available 
Health Insurance Coverage* 
Social Characteristics 
Marital Status and Marital History* 
Fertility 
Grandparents as Caregivers 
Ancestry 
Place of Birth, Citizenship, and Year of Entry 
Language Spoken at Home 
Educational Attainment and School Enrollment 
Residence One Year Ago 
Veteran Status, Period of Military Service, and VA Service-Connected Disability Rating* 
Disability 
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Housing Characteristics 
Year Structure Built 
Units in Structure 
Year Moved Into Unit 
Rooms 
Bedrooms 
Kitchen Facilities 
Plumbing Facilities 
House Heating Fuel 
Telephone Service Available 
Farm Residence 
Financial Characteristics 
Tenure (Owner/Renter) 
Housing Value 
Rent 
Selected Monthly Owner Costs 
 
*Marital History, VA Service-Connected Disability Rating, and Health Insurance Coverage are new for 2008. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 

The survey data is compiled into tables, maps and narrative profiles by geographic region 
and the nation as a whole.  

Recent Congressional Actions.  As part of the federal fiscal year 2013 appropriations 
process the House has adopted an amendment to eliminate the survey as well as the 
economic survey.  In explaining his amendment, Rep. Daniel Webster, a first term 
Republican from Florida, stated that “this program intrudes on people’s lives, just like the 
Environmental Protection Agency or the bank regulators.”  He added that “we are spending 
$70 per person to fill this out. This is not just cost effective.”  As part of the Congressional 
review of the proposed questions the Census Bureau added questions about computer and 
internet use. 

The House’s action has prompted the numerous stakeholders to support the survey. The 
United States Chamber of Commerce, the National Retail Federation and the National 
Association of Home Builders oppose the House proposal. Target Corporation has released 
video discussing how it uses survey data to determine where to locate new stores and what 
items should be in the stores. 

While the Senate has not acted on the Census Bureau’s appropriation, it is anticipated that 
the Senate will not follow the House and eliminate the survey. However there is concern 
that a final compromise will keep the survey but make its participation voluntary. Recently 
Senator Rand Paul (R-KY) has introduced legislation (S3090) that essentially makes the 
survey voluntary except for information regarding the respondent and the size of his/her 
household. Sen. Paul’s bill eliminates the penalty for non-response. 

Making the ACS voluntary could increase the cost of the survey and question its statistical 
validity. Costs would be incurred in additional efforts such as follow-up phone calls and in-
person visits to maintain a response rate to validate the results.  

Impact on the City. The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development 
uses the ACS to track housing, jobs and income, household composition, language usage, 
and variety of other demographic patterns and trends. This data is frequently used in 
Results Minneapolis and other city reports. In addition to serving as a planning and analysis 
resource, the ACS data is used by federal agencies to calculate and allocate program 
resources such as the development block grant and the development programs of the 
Economic Development Administration. At the regional level the ACS information is one of 
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the data sources used by the Metropolitan Council in developing the regional policy plan. 
Without the ACS, there would be no comparable data available for public and private use.  


